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Improved Address Translation Mechanism and Method in a 

Computer System 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The invention relates to the field of address translation for memory 
management in a computer system. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Advanced computer hardware systems operate with complex computer 
software programs. Computer system designers typically separate the virtual address 
space, the address space used by programmers in their development of software, and 
the physical address space, the address space used by the computer system. This 
separation allows programmers to think in terms of their conceptual models, and to 
design computer software programs without reference to specific hardware 
implementations. During the actual execution of programs by the computer system, 
however, these separate addresses must be reconciled by translating software 
program virtual addresses into actual physical addresses that can be accessed in a 
computer memory subsystem. 

There are many well known approaches for address translation in the 
memory management mechanism of a computer system. These approaches fall into 
basically two major categories: those which map the smaller virtual (sometimes 
called logical, symbolic or user) addresses onto larger physical or real memory 
addresses, and those which map larger virtual addresses onto smaller physical 
memory. Translation mechanisms of the former category are employed typically in 
minicomputers in which relatively small address fields (e.g.: 16 bit addresses) are 
mapped onto larger real memory. Translation mechanisms of the second category 
are used typically in microprocessors, workstations and mainframes. Within each of 
these categories, segmentation only, paging only, and a combination of segmentation 
and paging are well known for accomplishing the translation process. 



The present invention is primarily directed to address translation mechanisms 
where larger virtual addresses are mapped onto smaller physical addresses, and 
further to systems where segmentation and optional paging is employed. 

In a segmentation portion of an address translation system, the address space 
5 of a user program (or programs cooperatively operating as processes or tasks), is 

regarded as a collection of segments which have common high-level properties, such 
as code, data, stack, etc. The segmented address space is referenced by a 2-tuple, 
known as a virtual address, consisting of the following fields: <<$>,<d>>, 
where <s> refers to a segment number (also called identifier or locator), and <d> 

10 refers to a displacement or offset, such as a byte displacement or offset, within the 

segment identified by the segment number. The virtual address < 17,421 >, for 
example, refers to the 421st byte in segment 17. The segmentation portion of the 
address translation mechanism, using information created by the operating system of 
the computer system, translates the virtual address into a linear address in a linear 

15 address space. 

In a paging portion of an address translation system, a linear (or intermediate) 
address space consists of a group of pages. Each page is the same size (i.e. it contains 
the same number of addresses in the linear space). The linear address space is 
mapped onto a multiple of these pages, commonly, by considering the linear address 

20 space as the 2-tuple consisting of the following fields: < <page number > , < page 

offset > > . The page number (or page frame number) determines which linear page 
is referenced. The page offset is the offset or displacement, typically a byte offset, 
within the selected page. 

In a paged system, the real (physical) memory of a computer is conceptually 

25 divided into a number of page frames, each page frame capable of holding a single 

page. Individual pages in the real memory are then located by the address 
translation mechanism by using one or more page tables created for, and maintained 
by, the operating system. These page tables are a mapping from a page number to a 
page frame. A specific page may or may not be present in the real memory at any 

30 point in time. 



Address translation mechanisms which employ both segmentation and paging 
are well known in the art. There are two common subcategories within this area of 
virtual address translation schemes: address translation in which paging is an 
integral part of the segmentation mechanism; and, address translation in which 
paging is independent from segmentation. 

In prior art address translation mechanisms where paging is an integral part 
of the segmentation mechanism, the page translation can proceed in parallel with the 
segment translation since segments must start at page boundaries and are fixed at an 
integer number of pages. The segment number typically identifies a specific page 
table and the segment offset identifies a page number (through the page table) and 
an offset within that page. While this mechanism has the advantage of speed (since 
the steps can proceed in parallel) it is not flexible (each segment must start at a fixed 
page boundary) and is not optimal from a space perspective (eg. an integer number 
of pages must be used, even when the segment may only spill over to a fraction of 
another page). 

In prior art address translation mechanisms where paging is independent from 
segmentation, page translation generally cannot proceed until an intermediate, or 
linear, address is first calculated by the segmentation mechanism. The resultant 
linear address is then mapped onto a specific page number and an offset within the 
page by the paging mechanism. The page number identifies a page frame through a 
page table, and the offset identifies the offset within that page. In such mechanisms, 
multiple segments can be allocated into a single page, a single segment can comprise 
multiple pages, or a combination of the above, since segments are allowed to start 
on any byte boundary, and have any byte length. Thus, in these systems, while 
there is flexibility in terms of the segment/page relationship, this flexibility comes at 
a cost of decreased address translation speed. 

Certain prior art mechanisms where segmentation is independent from paging 
allow for optional paging. The segmentation step is always applied, but the paging 
step is either performed or not performed as selected by the operating system. 



4 

These mechanisms typically allow for backward compatibility with systems in 
which segmentation was present, but paging was not included. 

Typical of the prior art known to the Applicant in which paging is integral 
to segmentation is the Multics virtual memory, developed by Honeywell and 

5 described by the book, "The Multics System" , by Elliott Organick. Typical of the , 

prior art known to the Applicant in which optional paging is independent from 
segmentation is that described in U.S. Pat. No. 5,321,836 assigned to the Intel 
Corporation, and that described in the Honeywell DPS-8 Assembly Instructions 
Manual. Furthermore, U.S. Patent 4,084,225 assigned to the Sperry Rand 

10 Corporation contains a detailed discussion of general segmentation and paging 

techniques, and presents a detailed overview of the problems of virtual address 
translation. 

Accordingly, a key limitation of the above prior art methods and 
implementations where segmentation is independent from paging is that the linear 

15 address must be fully calculated by the segmentation mechanism each time before 

the page translation can take place for each new virtual address. Only subsequent to 
the linear address calculation, can page translation take place. In high performance 
computer systems computer systems, this typically takes two full or more machine 
cycles and is performed on each memory reference. This additional overhead often 

20 can reduce the overall performance of the system significantly. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

An object of the present invention, therefore, is to provide the speed 
performance advantages of integral segmentation and paging and, at the same time, 
25 provide the space compaction and compatibility advantages of separate segmentation 

and paging. 

A further object of the present invention is to provide a virtual address 
translation mechanism which architecturally provides for accelerating references to 
main memory in a computer system which employs segmentation, or which 
30 employs both segmentation and optional paging. 



Another object of the present invention is to provide additional caching of 
page information in a virtual address translation scheme. 

An further object of the present invention is to provide a virtual address 
translation mechanism which reduces the number of references required to ensure 
memory access. 

According to the present invention, a segmentation unit converts a virtual 
address consisting of a segment identifier and a segment offset into a linear address. 
The segmentation unit includes a segment descriptor memory, which is selectable by 
the segment identifier. The entry pointed to by the segment identifier contains 
linear address information relating to the specific segment (i.e., linear address 
information describing the base of the segment referred to by the segment identifier, 
linear address information describing the limit of the segment referred to by the 
segment identifier, etc.) as well as physical address information pertaining to the 
segment - such as the page base of at least one of the pages represented by said 
segment. 

In the above embodiment, unlike prior art systems, both segmentation and 
paging information are kept in the segmentation unit portion of the address 
translation system. The caching of this page information in the segmentation unit 
permits the address translation process to occur at much higher speed than in prior 
art systems, since the physical address information can be generated without having 
to perform a linear to physical address mapping in a separate paging unit. 

The page base information stored in the segmentation unit is derived from 
the page frame known from the immediately prior in time address translation on a 
segment-by-segment basis. In order to complete the full physical address translation 
(i.e., a page frame number and page offset), the segmentation unit combines the page 
frame from the segment descriptor memory with the page offset field, and may store 
this result in a segmentation unit memory, which can be a memory table, or a 
register, or alternatively, it may generate the full physical address on demand. 

This fast physical address generated by the segmentation unit based on the 
virtual address and prior page information can be used by a bus interface to access a 



physical location in the computer memory subsystem, even before the paging unit 
has completed its translation of the linear address into a page frame and page offset- 
Thus, fewer steps and references are required to create a memory access. 
Consequently, the address translation step occurs significantly faster. Since address 
translation occurs in a predominant number of instructions, overall system 
performance is improved. 

The memory access is permitted to proceed to completion unless a 
comparison of the physical address information generated by the paging unit with 
the fast physical address generated by the segmentation unit shows that the page 
frame information of the segmentation unit is incorrect. 

In alternative embodiments, the segmentation unit either generates the page 
offset by itself (by adding the lower portion of the segment offset and the segment 
base address) or receives it directly from the paging unit. 

In further alternate embodiments, the incoming segment offset portion of the 
virtual address may be presented to the segmentation unit as components. The 
segmentation unit then combines these components in a typical base-plus-offset step 
using a conventional multiple input (typically 3-input ) adder well known in the 
prior art. 

As shown herein in the described invention, the segment descriptor memory 
may be a single register, a plurality of registers, a cache, or a combination of cache 
and register configurations. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Figure 1 is a block diagram of a typical prior art virtual address translation 
mechanism using segmentation and independent paging. 

Figure 2A is a detailed diagram of a typical segment descriptor register of the 
prior art. 

Figure 2B is a detailed diagram of an embodiment of the present invention, 
including a portion of a segment descriptor memory used for storing physical 
address information; 



Figure 3A is a block diagram of an embodiment of the present invention 
employing segmentation and optional paging, and showing the overall structure and 
data paths used when paging is disabled during an address translation; 

Figure 3B is a block diagram of the embodiment of Figure 3A showing the 
overall structure and data paths used when paging is enabled during an address 
translation; 

Figure 3C is a block diagram of another embodiment of the present 
invention, showing an alternative circuit for generating the fast physical address 
information. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 
General Discussion of Paging & Segmentation 

The present invention provides for improved virtual address translation in a 
computer system. The preferred embodiment employs the invention in a single-chip 
microprocessor system, however, it is well understood that such a virtual address 
translation system could be implemented in multiple die and chip configurations 
without departing from the spirit or claims of the present invention. 

Before embarking on a specific discussion of the present invention, however, 
a brief explanation of the general principles of segmentation and paging follows in 
order to provide additional background information, and so that the teachings of the 
present invention may be understood in a proper context. 

Referring to FIG.l, a typical prior art virtual address translation mechanism 
100 using both segmentation and, optionally, paging in a computer system is shown. 
As described in this figure, a data path within the microprocessor transmits a virtual 
address 101, consisting of segment identifier 101a and a segment offset 101b, to 
segmentation unit 130. Segments are defined by segment descriptor entries in at 
least one segment descriptor table or segment descriptor segment (not shown). 
Segment descriptor tables are created and managed by the operating system of the 
computer system, and are usually located in the memory subsystem. Segment 
descriptor entries are utilized in the CPU of the computer system by loading them 
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into segment descriptor register 190 or a segment descriptor cache (not shown); tke 
segment descriptor register/cache is usually internal to the CPU, and thus more 
quickly accessible by the translation unit. 

In the paging unit 150, pages are defined by a page table or multiple page 
tables (not shown), also created and managed by the operating system; again, these , 
tables are also typically located in a memory subsystem. All or a portion of each 
page table can be loaded into a page cache 107 (within the CPU, sometimes called a 
translation look-aside buffer) to accelerate page references. 

In operation, the segmentation unit 130 first translates a virtual address to a 
linear address and then (except in the case when optional paging is disabled) paging 
unit 150 translates the linear address into a real (or physical) memory address. 

Typically (as in an x86 microprocessor) the segmentation unit translates a 48- 
bit virtual address 101 consisting of a 16-bit segment identifier (<s>) 101a and a 32- 
bit displacement within that segment (<d>) 101b to a 32-bit linear (intermediate) 
address 106. The 16-bit segment identifier 101a uniquely identifies a specific 
segment; this identifier is used to access an entry in a segment descriptor table (not 
shown). In the prior art, this segment descriptor entry contains a base address of 
the segment 191, the limit of the segment 192, and other attribute information 
described further below. The segment descriptor entry is usually loaded into a 
segment descriptor register 190. 

Using adder 105, the segmentation unit adds the segment base 191 of the 
segment to the 32-bit segment offset 101b in the virtual address to obtain a 32-bit 
linear address. The 32-bit segment offset 101b in the virtual address is also 
compared against the segment limit 192, and the type of the access is checked against 
the segment attributes. A fault is generated and the addressing process is aborted if 
the 32-bit segment offset is outside the segment limit, or if the type of the access is 
not allowed by the segment attributes. 

The resulting linear address 106 can be treated as an offset within a linear 
address space; and in the commonly implemented schemes of the prior art, these 
offsets are frequently byte offsets. When optional paging is disabled, the linear 



address 106 is exactly the real or physical memory address 108. When optional 
paging is enabled, the linear address is treated as a 2- or 3-tuple depending on 
whether the paging unit 150 utilizes one or two level page tables. 

In the 2-tuple case shown in FIG.l, which represents single level paging, the 
linear address, <<p>,<pd>> is divided into a page number field <p> 106a, . 
and a page displacement (page offset) field within that page (<pd>) 106b. In the 3- 
tuple case (not shown) < < dp > > < p > , < pd> > , the linear address is divided into 
a page directory field (<dp>), a page number field <p> and a page displacement 
field <pd> . The page directory field indexes a page directory to locate a page 
table (not shown). The page number field indexes a page table to locate the page 
frame in real memory corresponding to the page number, and the page displacement 
field locates a byte within the selected page frame. Thus, paging unit 150 translates 
the 32-bit linear address 106 from the segmentation unit 130 to a 32-bit real 
(physical) address 108 using one or two level page tables using techniques which are 
well known in the art. 

In all of the above prior art embodiments where segmentation is independent 
from paging, the segment descriptor table or tables of the virtual address translator 
are physically and logically separate from the page tables used to perform the 
described page translation. There is no paging information in the segment 
descriptor tables and, conversely, there is no segmentation information in the page 
tables. 

This can be seen in FIG. 2A. In this figure, a typical prior art segment 
descriptor entry 200, is shown as it is typically used in a segment descriptor table or 
segment descriptor register associated with a segmentation unit. As can be seen 
there, segment descriptor 200 includes information on the segment base 201, the 
segment limit 202, whether the segment is present (P) 203 in memory, the descriptor 
privilege level (DPL) 204, whether the segment belongs to a user or to the system 
(S) 205, and the segment type 206 (code, data, stack, etc.) 
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For additional discussions pertaining to the prior art in segmentation, paging, 
segment descriptor tables, and page tables, the reader is directed to the references 
U.S. Patent Nos. 5,408,626, 5,321,836, 4,084,225, which are expressly incorporated 
by reference herein. 

Improved Segmentation Unit Using Paging Information 

As shown in the immediate prior art, the paging and segmentation units 
(circuits) are completely separate and independent. Since the two units perform 
their translation sequentially, that is, the segment translation must precede the page 
translation to generate the linear address, high performance computer systems, such 
as those employing superscalar and superpipelined techniques, can suffer 
performance penalties. In some cases, it is even likely that the virtual address 
translation could fall into the systems' "critical path". The "critical path" is a well- 
known characteristic of a computer system and is typically considered as the longest 
(in terms of gate delay) path required to complete a primitive operation of the 
system. 

Accordingly, if the virtual address translation is in the critical path, the 
delays associated with this translation could be significant in overall system 
performance. With the recognition of this consideration, the present invention 
includes page information in the segment translation process. The present invention 
recognizes the potential performance penalty of the prior art and alleviates it by 
storing paging information in the segmentation unit obtained from a paging unit in 
previous linear-to-real address translations. 

As can be seen in FIG. 2B, the present invention extends the segment 
descriptor entries of the prior art with a segment entry 290 having two additional 
fields: a LAST PAGE FRAME field 297 and a VALID field 298. The LAST PAGE 
FRAME field 297 is used to hold the high-order 20 bits (i.e: the page frame) of the 
real (physical) memory address of the last physical address generated using the 
specified segment identifier. The VALID field 298 is a 1-bit field, and indicates 
whether or not the LAST PAGE FRAME field 297 is valid. The remaining fields 
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291-296 perform the same function as comparable fields 201-206 respectively 
described above in connection with FIG. 2A. 

Segment descriptor tables (not shown) can be located in a memory subsystem, 
using any of the techniques well-known in the art. As is also known in the art> it is 
possible to speed up address translation within the segmentation unit by using a 
small cache, such as one or more registers, or associative memory. The present 
invention makes use of such a cache to store segment entries 290 shown above. 
Unlike the prior art, however, the segment entries 290 of the present invention each 
contain information describing recent physical address information for the specified 
segment. Accordingly, this information can be used by a circuit portion of the 
segmentation unit to generate a new physical address without going through the 
linear to physical mapping process typically associated with a paging unit. 

While in some instances the physical address information may change 
between two time-sequential virtual addresses to the same segment (and thus, a 
complete translation is required by both the segmentation and paging units), in the 
majority of cases the page frame information will remain the same. Thus, the 
present invention affords a significant speed advantage over the prior art, because in 
the majority of cases a complete virtual-linear-physical address translation is not 
required before a memory access is generated. 

Embodiment With Segmentation & Optional Paging/Paging Disabled 

Referring to FIG. 3A, the advantage of using this new information in 
segment entry 290 in a segmentation unit or segmentation circuit is apparent from a 
review of the operation of an address translation. In this figure, a paging unit (or 
paging circuit) is disabled, as for example might occur only when a processor is used 
in a real mode of operation, rather than a protected mode of operation. 

In a preferred embodiment, the present invention employs a segment 
descriptor memory comprising at least one, and preferably many, segment descriptor 
registers 390, which are identical in every respect to the segment descriptor register 
described above in connection with Fig.2B. These segment descriptor registers are 
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loaded from conventional segment descriptor tables or segment descriptor segments 
which are well known in the art. Each segment descriptor register 390 is loaded by 
the CPU before it can be used to reference physical memory. Segment descriptor 
register 390 can be loaded by the operating system or can be loaded by application 
programs. Certain instructions of the CPU are dedicated to loading segment 
descriptor registers, for example, the "LDS" instruction, "Load Pointer to DS 
Register". Loading by the operating system, or execution of instructions of this 
type, causes a base 391, limit 392, descriptor privilege level 394, system/user 
indicator 395, and type 396 to be loaded from segment tables or segment descriptor 
segments as in the prior art. The three remaining fields are present 393, LAST 
PAGE FRAME 397 and VALID 398. When a segment descriptor register 390 is 
loaded, present 393 is set to 1, indicating that the segment descriptor register 390 
contents are present; the valid field 398 is set to 0, indicating that the last page frame 
number field 397 is not valid; and the LAST PAGE FRAME field 397 is not set, or 
may be set to 0. 

After the loading of a segment descriptor register 390, instructions of the 
CPU may make references to virtual memory; if a segment descriptor register is 
referenced before it is loaded, as indicated by present field 393 set to 0, a fault 
occurs and the reference to the segment descriptor register is aborted. 

As explained above, the CPU makes references to virtual memory by 
specifying a 48-bit virtual address, consisting of a 16-bit segment identifier 301a and 
a 32-bit segment offset 301b. A data path within the CPU transmits virtual address 
301 to the address translation mechanism 300. 

Segment descriptor memory 390 is indexed by segment number, so each entry 
in this memory containing data characteristics (Le. y base, access rights, limit) of a 
specific segment is selectable by the segment identifier from the virtual address. 
Assuming this is the first reference to physical memory specifying a newly loaded 
segment descriptor register, since the VALID bit 398 is set to false, a prior art 
virtual address translation takes place. This involves, among other things, as 
explained earlier, various validity checks (including checking attributes 394-396, 
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segment limit checking using comparator 302 and potentially otters), and using 
adder 305 to add the segment descriptor's base address 391 to the segment offset 
301b to calculate a linear address 306. 

While the implementation in the embodiment of Fig. 3A shows the addition 
of the base address 391 to the segment offset 301b using adder 305 to generate the . 
linear address 306, it will be understood by those skilled in the art that this specific 
implementation of the virtual to linear address translation is not the only 
implementation of the present invention. In other implementations, the segment 
offset 301b might consist of one or more separate components. Different 
combinations of one or more of these components might be combined using well 
known techniques to form a linear address, such as one utilizing a three-input adder. 
The use of these components is discussed, for example, in U.S. Patent No. 5,408,626, 
and that description is incorporated by reference herein. 

As is well known, in this embodiment where paging is disabled, linear 
address 306 is also a physical address which can be used as the physical address 308* 
Memory access control operations are not shown explicitly since they are only 
ancillary to the present invention, and are well described in the prior art. In 
general, however, a bus interface unit 380 is typically responsible for interactions 
with the real (physical) memory subsystem. The memory subsystem of a computer 
system employing the present invention preferably has timing and address and data 
bus transaction details which are desirably isolated from the CPU and address 
translation mechanism. The bus interface unit 380 is responsible for this isolation, 
and can be one of many conventional bus interface units of the prior art. 

In the present invention, bus interface unit 380 receives the real memory 
address 308 from address translation mechanism 300 and coordinates with the real 
memory subsystem to provide data, in the case of a memory read request, or to 
store data, in the case of a memory write request. The real memory subsystem may 
comprise a hierarchy of real memory devices, such as a combination of data caches 
and dynamic RAM, and may have timing dependencies and characteristics which are 
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isolated from the CPU and address translation mechanism 300 of the computer 
system by the bus interface unit 380. 

Simultaneous with the first memory reference using the calculated physical 
address 308, the LAST PAGE FRAME field of the selected segment descriptor 
register 390 is loaded with the high-order 20 bits of the physical address, i.e.: the 
physical page frame, and the VALID bit is set to indicate a valid state. This paging 
information will now be used in a next virtual address translation. 

Accordingly, when a next, new virtual address 301 is to be translated, the 
entry selected from segment descriptor memory 390 will likely contain the correct 
physical frame page number (in the LAST PAGE FRAME field 397). Thus, in most 
cases, the base physical address in memory for the next, new referenced virtual 
address will also be known from a previous translation. 

The first step of the virtual address translation, therefore, is to determine if a 
FAST PHYSICAL ADDRESS 303 can be used to begin a fast physical memory 
reference. Adder 309, a 12-bit adder, adds the low-order 12 bits of the segment 
offset 301b of virtual address 301 to the low-order 12-bits of base 391 of the segment 
entry in segment descriptor register 390 referenced by the segment identifier 301a. 
This addition results in a page offset 303b. In parallel with adder 309, 32-bit adder 
305 begins a full 32-bit add of segment base 391 and segment offset 301b, to begin 
producing the linear address; however, this full 32-bit add will obviously require 
more time. In the preferred embodiment, adder 309 is a separate 12-bit adder; 
however, it should be noted that adder 309 also could be implemented as the low 
order 12-bits of 32-bit adder 305. 

Simultaneous with the beginning of these two operations, VALID bit 398 is 
inspected. If VALID bit 398 is set to 1, as soon as 12-bit adder 309 has completed, 
20-bit LAST PAGE FRAME 397 is concatenated with the result of adder 309 to 
produce FAST PHYSICAL ADDRESS 303, consisting of a page frame number 303a, 
and page offset 303b. FAST PHYSICAL ADDRESS 303 then can be used to 
tentatively begin a reference to the physical memory. It should be understood that 
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the FAST PHYSICAL ADDRESS 303 transmitted to bus interface unit 380 could 
also be stored in a register or other suitable memory storage within the CPU. 

In parallel with the fast memory reference, limit field 392 is compared to the 
segment offset 301b of the virtual address by comparator 302. If the offset in the 
virtual address is greater than the limit, a limit fault is generated, and virtual address 
translation is aborted. 

Also in parallel with the fast memory reference, adder 305 completes the 
addition of base 391 to the segment offset field 301b of virtual address to produce 
linear address (in this case physical address also) 306. When this calculation is 
completed, the page frame number 308a of physical address 308 is compared to 
LAST PAGE FRAME 397 by Not Equal Comparator 304. If page frame 308a is 
unequal to the LAST PAGE FRAME 397, or if 12-bit Adder 309 overflowed (as 
indicated by a logic "l n at OR gate 310), the fast memory reference is canceled, and 
the linear address 306, which is equal to the physical address 308, is used to begin a 
normal memory reference. If page frame 308a is equal to LAST PAGE FRAME 397, 
and 12-bit Adder 309 did not overflow (the combination indicated by a logic "0" at 
the output of OR gate 310), the fast memory reference is allowed to fully proceed to 
completion. 

After any fast memory reference which is cancelled by the CANCEL FAST 
PHYSICAL ADDRESS signal output of OR gate 310, page frame 308a is loaded 
into the LAST PAGE FRAME 397 in the segment descriptor memory 390 for 
subsequent memory references. 

Depending on the particular design desired, it should also be noted that 
writes to the memory, or reads which cause faults using FAST PHYSICAL 
ADDRESS 303 may be pended since the FAST PHYSICAL ADDRESS 303 may 

prove to be invalid. 

Accordingly, it can be seen that the parallel physical address calculation 
undertaken by the improved segmentation unit of the present invention generates a 
faster physical memory access than possible with prior art systems. 
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Embodiment With Segmentation & Paging/Paging Enabled 

The present invention can also be used with address translation units using 
paging enabled, as can be seen in the embodiments of FIGs. 3B and 3C 

In the embodiment of FIG. 3B, the same segmentation unit structure 300 as 
that shown in FIG. 3A is used, and the operation of segmentation unit 300 is 
identical to that already explained above. As before, segment descriptor memory 
(registers) 390 are loaded from conventional segment descriptor tables or segment 
descriptor segments, using one or more of the procedures described above. First, 
the base 391 limit 392 descriptor privilege level 394, system/user indicator 395, and 
type 396 are loaded from segment tables or segment descriptor segments as explained 
earlier. When segment descriptor register 390 is loaded, present 393 is set to 1, 
indicating that the segment descriptor register 390 contents are present; the valid 
field 398 is set to 0, indicating that the last page frame number field 397 is not valid; 
and the LAST PAGE FRAME field 397 is not set, or may be set to 0. 

As explained above, after the loading of a segment descriptor register 390, 
instructions of the CPU may make references to virtual memory; if a segment 
descriptor register is referenced before it is loaded, as indicated by present field 393 
set to 0, a fault occurs and the reference to the segment descriptor register is 
aborted. 

As further explained above, the 48 bit virtual address 301 (consisting of a 16 
bit segment identifier 301a and a 32 bit segment offset 301b) is transmitted by a data 
path to segmentation unit 300, and an index into segment descriptor memory 390 is 
performed to locate the specific segment descriptor for the segment pointed to by 
segment identifier 301a. Assuming this is the first reference to physical memory 
specifying a newly loaded segment descriptor register, since the VALID bit is set to 
false, a prior art virtual address translation takes place. This involves, among other 
things, as explained earlier, various validity checks (including checking attributes 
394-396, segment limit checking using comparator 302 and potentially others), and 
using adder 305 to add the segment descriptor's base address 391 to the segment 
offset 301b to calculate a linear address 306. 
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As is well known, in this configuration where paging is enabled, linear 
address 306 must undergo a further translation by paging unit 350 to obtain the 
physical address 308 in the memory subsystem. In the preferred embodiment of the 
invention, looking first at FIG3B, the output of adder 305 will be a 32-bit linear 
address, corresponding to a 20-bit page number 306a and a 12-bit page offset 306b. v 
Typically, the page number 306a is then indexed into a page descriptor table (not 
shown) to locate the appropriate page frame base physical address in memory. 
These page descriptor tables are set up by the operating system of the CPU using 
methods and structures well known in the art, and they contain, among other 
things, the base physical address of each page frame, access attributes, etc. 

However, in most systems, including the present invention, a page cache 307 
is used in order to hold the physical base addresses of the most recently used page 
frames. This cache can take the form of a table, associative cache, or other suitable 
high speed structure well known in the art. Thus, page number 306a is used to 
access page data (including physical base addresses for page frames) in an entry in 
page cache 307. 

If page cache 307 hits, two things happen: first, a 20-bit PAGE FRAME 307a 
(the page frame in physical memory) replaces the high-order 20 bits (page number 
306a) of the linear address 306, and, when concatenated with the page offset 306b 
results in a real (physical) address 308, which is used to perform a memory access 
through bus interface unit 380 along the lines explained above. Second, newly 
generated page frame 308a is also stored in segment descriptor memory 390 in the 
selected LAST PAGE FRAME field 397 to be used for a fast access in the next 
address translation. When LAST PAGE FRAME field 397 is stored, selected 
VALID bit 398 is set to 1 to indicate that LAST PAGE FRAME 397 is valid for 
use. 

In the event of a page cache miss, the appropriate page frame number 308a is 
located (using standard, well-known techniques) to generate physical address 308, 
and is also loaded into segment descriptor memory 390 in the selected LAST PAGE 
FRAME field 397. The selected VALID bit 398 is also set to indicate a valid state. 



18 

Thus, there is paging information in the segmentation unit that will now be used in 
the next virtual address translation. 

When a next, new virtual address 301 is to be translated, the segment 
identifier 301a will likely be the same as that of a previously translated virtual 
address, and the entry selected from segment descriptor memory 390 will also likely 
contain the correct physical frame (in LAST PAGE FRAME field 397) from the 
previous translation. As with the above embodiment, one or more registers, or a 
cache may be used for the segment descriptor memory 390. 

The first step then determines if a FAST PHYSICAL ADDRESS 303 can be 
used to begin a fast physical memory reference. Adder 309, a 12-bit adder, adds the 
low-order 12 bits of the segment offset 301b of virtual address 301 to the low-order 
12-bits of base 391 of the segment entry in segment descriptor register 390 referenced 
by the segment identifier 301a. This addition results in a page offset 303b. In 
parallel with adder 309, 32-bit adder 305 begins a full 32-bit add of segment base 301 
and segment offset 301b, to begin producing the linear address; however, this full 32- 
bit add will obviously require more time. In the preferred embodiment, adder 309 
is a separate 12-bit adder; however, it should be noted that adder 309 also could be 
implemented as the low order 12-bits of 32-bit adder 305. 

Simultaneous with these beginning of these two operations, VALID bit 398 is 
inspected. If VALID bit 398 is set to 1, as soon as 12-bit adder 309 has completed, 
20-bit LAST PAGE FRAME 397 is concatenated with the result of adder 309 to 
produce FAST PHYSICAL ADDRESS 303, consisting of a page frame number 303a, 
and page offset 303b. FAST PHYSICAL ADDRESS 303 then can be used to 
tentatively begin a reference to the physical memory. Again, it should be 
understood that the FAST PHYSICAL ADDRESS 303 transmitted to bus interface 
unit 380 could also be stored in a register or other suitable memory storage within 
the CPU. 

As before, limit field 302 is compared to the segment offset 301b of the 
virtual address by comparator 302. If the offset in the virtual address is greater than 
the limit, a limit fault is generated, and virtual address translation is aborted. 
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This new virtual address is also translated by paging unit 350 in the same 
manner as was done for the previous virtual address. If page cache 307 hits based on 
the page number 306a, two things happen: first, a 20-bit PAGE FRAME 307a (the 
page frame in physical memory) replaces the high-order 20 bits (page number 306a) 
of the linear address 306, and, when concatenated with the page offset 306b results . 
in a physical address 308. This real address may or may not be used, depending on 
the result of the following: in parallel with the aforementioned concatenation, the 
PAGE FRAME 307a, is compared to LAST PAGE FRAME 397 from the segment 
descriptor memory 390 by Not Equal Comparator 304. The result of Not Equal 
Comparator (that is, the Not Equal condition) is logically ORed with the overflow 
of 12-bit adder 309 by OR gate 310. If the output of OR gate 310 is true (i.e. 
CANCEL FAST PHYSICAL ADDRESS is equal to binary one), or if PAGE 
CACHE 307 indicates a miss condition, the fast memory reference previously begun 
is canceled, since the real memory reference started is an invalid reference. 
Otherwise, the fast memory reference started is allowed to fully proceed to 
completion, since it is a valid real memory reference. 

If CANCEL FAST PHYSICAL ADDRESS is logical true, it can be true for 
one of two, or both reasons. In the case that Or gate 310 is true, but page cache 
307 indicates a hit condition, physical address 308 is instead used to start a normal 
memory reference. This situation is indicative of a situation where LAST PAGE 
FRAME 397 is different from the page frame 308a of the current reference. 

In the case that page cache 307 did not indicate a hit, a page table reference 
through the page descriptor table is required and virtual address translation proceeds 
as in the prior art. The page frame 308a information is again stored in the LAST 
PAGE FRAME field 397 in the segment descriptor memory 390 for the next 
translation. 

Also, after any fast memory reference which is canceled by the CANCEL 
FAST PHYSICAL ADDRESS signal output of OR gate 310, page frame number 
308a is loaded into the LAST PAGE FRAME 397 in the segment descriptor 
memory 390 for subsequent memory references. 
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Depending on the particular design desired, it should also be noted that in 
this embodiment also, writes to the memory, or reads which cause faults using 
FAST PHYSICAL ADDRESS 303 may be pended since the FAST PHYSICAL 
ADDRESS 303 may prove to be invalid. 

The alternative embodiment shown in FIG. 3C is identical in structure and 
operation to the embodiment of FIG. 3B, with the exception that the 12-bit Adder 
309 is not employed. In this embodiment, the segmentation unit 330 does not 
create the lower portion (page offset 303a) of the fast physical address in this 
manner. Instead, the page offset 306a resulting from 32-bit adder 305 is used. 

It can be seen that the present invention has particular relevance to 
computers using sequential type of segmentation and paging translation, such as the 
X86 family of processors produced by the Intel Corporation (including the Intel 
80386, Intel 80486 and the Intel Pentium Processor), other X86 processors 
manufactured by the NexGen Corporation, Advanced Micro Devices, Texas 
Instruments, International Business Machines, Cyrix Corporation, and certain prior 
art computers made by Honeywell. These processors are provided by way of 
example, only, and it will be understood by those skilled in the art that the present 
invention has special applicability to any computer system where software executing 
on the processors is characterized by dynamic execution of instructions in programs 
in such a way that the virtual addresses are generally logically and physically located 
near previous virtual addresses. 

The present invention recognizes this characteristic, employing acceleration 
techniques for translating virtual to real addresses. In particular, the present 
invention utilizes any of the commonly known storage structures (specific examples 
include high speed registers and/or caches) to store previous address translation 
information, and to make this previous address translation information available to 
the system whenever the next subsequent reference relies on the same information. 
In this way, the system can utilize the previously stored information from the high 
speed storage to begin real memory references, rather than be forced to execute a 



